Discerning Appearances (Matthew 27: 1-17)

Today we begin the final week of our Lenten journey and the reading hints at a
key touchstone of redemption: the capacity to see things as they are and to
respond accordingly — the capacity to discern appearances, to recognize what
really is good and true and holy, and what isn’t. Inmediately preceding this
passage, Jesus restores the sight of two blind men. Those in the crowd had tried
to shout them down as they cried for mercy, but Jesus stops in his tracks and asks
them: ‘What do you want me to do for you?’ And they say, ‘Lord, let our eyes be
opened’ (Matt 20. 32-33). It’s like a prayer and a benediction on the rest of the
story.

And so here we are. Having set his face to Jerusalem, weeks, months, years
ago, Jesus enters the city by symbolically enacting the arrival of Israel’s true king,
as prophesied by Zechariah: ‘Rejoice greatly, O daughter Zion! Shout aloud, O
daughter Jerusalem! Lo, your king comes to you; triumphant and victorious is he,
humble and riding on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey’ (Zech. 9: 9). The
crowd, recognizing the reference, is exuberant, excited - they’re talking about
him, wondering about him. Something is unfolding here.

And straightaway, Jesus acts decisively to claim this kingly authority. As
Matthew portrays events, immediately he arrives in Jerusalem he proceeds to the
temple, where he drives out the merchants and overturns the tables of the
moneychangers. He then explicitly identifies his judgement upon them as none
other than God’s: ‘It is written, “My house shall be called a house of prayer; but you
are making it a den of robbers””’. The blind and the lame come to him to be cured -
fulfilling another Messianic prophecy (Isaiah 35: 5-6), and he is acclaimed as
Israel’s king, the ‘Son of David’, by ‘the children crying out in the temple’. When the
scribes and chief priests accuse him effectively of blasphemy, ‘do you hear what
they are saying of you?’, Jesus says simply ‘Yes’, and so asserts that truth is on the
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side of those crying ‘Hosanna’: ‘have you never read,” he says, ““out of the mouths

of infants and nursing babies you have prepared praise for yourself’”’.



You could hardly get more provocative. It’s as if Jesus arrives in Jerusalem,
and deliberately incites a politico-religious crisis. It’s as if he says to the authorities:
‘bring it on’!! Now is the moment you have to decide whether I’'m of God or not;
you’ve been muttering against me, arguing with me for years. Now is the time to
discern the truth. His actions indicate that he deems them mired in ‘unreality’. The
business of worship goes on, the temple bustles with activity, but it’s an illusion of
godliness. It’s not the kind of worship, the kind of sacrifice that interests God.
Jesus is effectively asking the people and their leaders, are you willing to see this
for what it is? Are you willing to open your eyes to the real presence of God
among you? Or do you prefer to remain oblivious, unrepentant, self-righteous?
Time’s up; you choose.

And what’s striking is that at this point, at least in principle, things could go
either way. It’s a liminal moment. The authorities are clearly unhappy, but they
haven’t stopped Jesus from moving about. That same night he goes out of the
city, goes back to Bethany, spends the night there. He could still leave. Or they
could still change their minds. At issue is the discernment of the truth of things,
the real meaning of creation and of God’s purposes for Israel. Redemption means
being able to see things as they really are and to respond accordingly.

And one way of experiencing the events of Holy Week and Easter is as a
drama where our varying capacities to see and choose the real are laid bare. There
are those who cannot or will not see — who experience Jesus, not as the Word or
the light of God, but as a subverter of the only order they can imagine or desire -
he’s dangerous, expendable; there are those - the crowds and some of Jesus’
followers — who are excited about what they glimpse in him of a new truth and
freedom, but are then frightened off by the cost of committing to it; there are
those who continue faithfully to bear witness to what they’ve seen, though
they’re powerless to change the course of events — the women who do not run
away, who never betray their allegiance to their Teacher; and there’s the

increasingly lonely figure of Jesus, who continues unwaveringly to speak, to be,



the truth of God as the shadows lengthen and the rulers of this world conspire
against him.

This is the drama we’re invited to enter this week - and it’s not only an
historical re-enactment. Always and everywhere, human beings are called to open
our eyes and see things as they really are, to discern appearances and grow in our
capacity to recognize and choose what is good and true and holy. At times of
crisis, this vocation is urgent. Many have said that our current world situation is
such a crisis. It confronts us with truths too long suppressed or ignored: the
fragility and structural injustices of our economic system; the inescapable
interconnectedness of the human family and of the human and natural worlds;
the possibility that things really could be otherwise and that we could choose a
more abundant and more radically shared flourishing. We too are in a liminal
space - things could go either way. And it will matter how many of us can see,
choose and commit to the real.

Our faith is that the more we are with Jesus, the more wholeheartedly we
entrust ourselves, receive his Spirit and follow where he leads, the more our eyes
are opened and the greater our courage. So, as we commit ourselves to the work
of the coming days, let us pray that our journeys of redemption do indeed fit us to
recognize God’s truth in our midst and so offer ourselves, as Jesus did, for the life

and healing of our world.



